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Abstract

Previous research has demonstrated the negative effects of high risk environments on child outcomes.

Researchers have hypothesized that the impact of environmental risk on infants and young children may

be mediated by the impact of environmental risk on mothers. Epidemiological surveys have found high

risk environments to be associated with depression in adults. Further clarification about the factors which

may exacerbate or alleviate the impact of environmental risk on maternal mental health is needed. The

current analysis was designed to investigate the effects of multiple environmental risks and social support

on maternal depression.

Mothers of young infants (N = 124) were recruited during well-baby visits at pediatric clinics and are

participating in a longitudinal study of parenting and infant development. When the infants were 7

months of age, mothers completed demographic and self-report questionnaires including measures of

depression and social support. An environmental risk score was computed for each mother based on

demographic factors and life events. Maternal depression was positively correlated with environmental

risk score. The impact of social support on the relation between environmental risk and depression was

also examined. Mothers' perceived need for social support had an additive effect on depression when

combined with environmental risk, resulting in elevated levels of depression. Environmental risk

approached significance as a moderator of satisfaction with social support and depression for mothers

who reported fewer environmental risks.

Introduction

The negative effects of high risk environments on infant and child development have been well
documented (Sameroff & Seifer, 1995). Increased levels of environmental risk have been shown to

negatively effect the social and emotional development of young children (Sameroff & Seifer, 1995). This

relation is due in part to the devastating effects high risk social environments frequently have on the

parents of infants and young children. Contending with multiple environmental risks such as poverty has

been associated with increased levels of parental psychological distress (McLoyd, 1995).

Maternal depression is frequently cited as one important risk factor leading to negative social and

emotional developmental outcomes in infancy (Weinberg & Tronick, 1998). Maternal depression has
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been associated with poor infant outcomes in part due to the impact of mothers' negative perceptions of

their infant on mother-infant interactions (Field, 1995).

Because of the significant impact of maternal depression on child development outcomes, more attention

is needed in the literature to identify potential factors which may serve to moderate, or alternatively, to

exacerbate the link between environmental risk and maternal depression. Social Support is one factor

which has been proposed as a potential protective mechanism against depression in mothers (Olson, et al.,

1994). The literature differentiates between the moderating effects of the amount of social support, the

level of satisfaction with social support and the perceived need for social support.

The present investigation examines the effect of satisfaction and perceived need for social support on the

relation between environmental risk and reported maternal depression. We hypothesized that mothers

who experience higher levels of environmental risk will also report higher levels of depression and that

distinct aspects of social support may impact this relation differently.

Research Questions

What is the impact of multiple risks on depression in mothers of young infants?

Do satisfaction and perceived need for social support play different roles in explaining the relation

between environmental risk and depression?

Method

Participants:

A community sample of 124 healthy, full-term, 7-month-olds and their mothers

76% European Americans; 16% African Americans; & 8% Other (Latino, Asian, Bi-Racial, Other).

Household income ranged from under $5000 to over $100,000.
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Procedures

Trained interviewers collected the demographic data, along with several other measures, during a 11/2 hour

visit to the participant's home. Questionnaires were left for the mothers to fill 'out on their own that

included measures of mental health, social support, and life events.

MEASURES

Maternal Depression

Center for Epidemiologic Studies Depression Scale (CES-D) (Radloff & Wells, 1977) is a 20-item

scale used to screen for depressive symptoms. Scores range from 0 to 60, with scores of 16 or higher

indicating depressive symptoms.

Social Support

Social Support Functions Scale (Dunst & Trivette, 1988) was used to assess parents' need for

different types of assistance. The items measure the need for emotional, material, instrumental, social

participation and informational assistance.

NetHelp (Boukydis, 1987) Assesses the function, structure and satisfaction with both formal and

informal sources of support.

Environmental Risk Score

Receipt of federal aid (AFDC, Medicaid, public housing, SSI, food stamps, WIC)

Highest occupational status in household unskilled/semiskilled job

Mother's education less than high school/GED

Single-parent headed household

3 or more children under 5 years of age in the home

Maternal minority status

Mother experienced 5 or more major life events in the past year
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Results

A positive relation was found between cumulative risk and depression (Table 1). Mothers

experiencing more than 3 risk factors reported significantly higher levels of depression than their low

risk counterparts (Graph 1).

Mothers' perceived need for social support was found to explain a significant portion of the variance

in depression beyond that accounted for by environmental risk (Table 2).

Mean social support satisfaction scores were computed for each mother and median splits were used

to compose high and low support satisfaction groups. The environmental risk score was used to

divide mothers into high risk (> 3 risks) and low risk ( < 3 risks ) groups. A main effect for level of

risk on depression was found. Regardless of satisfaction with social support, mothers in the high risk

group were more depressed than mothers in the low risk group. A moderating effect was found for

risk group on depression. There was a trend for mothers in the low risk group who were satisfied with

their social support to report less depression than mothers who were not satisfied. For mothers in the

high risk group, satisfaction with support did not impact maternal depression (Graph 2).



Table 1. Pearson Correlations: Multi-Risk Score, Satisfaction Social Support, Perceived Need Social
Support, Depression

Environmental
Risk

Satisfaction Social
Support

Perceived Need
Social Support Depression

Environmental Risk
Score

Satisfaction Social
Support

Perceived Need
Social Support

Depression

-.06

.27**

.26**

.078

-.041 .24**

*r.05 **r.01

Table 2. Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Maternal Depression

Predictors Overall R2 Change in R2 Beta at final Step

Environmental .077 .225*
Risk Score

Perceived Need Social Support .123 .046 .22*

*p<.05 **r.01
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DISCUSSION

with previous research findings, our results support the hypothesis that environmental risk is an important

factor in predicting maternal depression. Mothers who are living in high-risk environments often

experience a number of stressors including poverty, unsafe housing, single motherhood, dangerous

neighborhoods, and difficulty in meeting other basic needs for themselves and their families. These high

risk environments can lead to mothers feeling less efficacious in their parenting abilities and can inhibit

their ability to function in the completion of daily living tasks. The presence of mounting environmental

stressors can result in increased levels of maternal depression as parents struggle to meet the basic needs

of their families while also attempting to parent effectively. The current results are consistent with a large

body of research implicating environmental stress in the development of maternal mental illness and poor

child outcomes. The nuances of the pathways of causation from high risk environments to maternal

mental health and child outcomes continues to be an important area of study from both a research, clinical

and public policy perspective.

Perceived need for social support was found to be an additional risk factor for maternal depression in

mothers of young children. In this additive model, need for social support explained level of depression

beyond environmental risk. It may be that mothers who are depressed report much higher needs for social

support than non-depressed mothers due to their overwhelming need for assistance and support in both the

daily living and childcare arenas. It is also possible, however that this result reflects informant bias.

Environmental risk was found to approach significance in moderating the relationship between

satisfaction with social support and depression. For high-risk groups, satisfaction of social support did

not affect levels of depression. However, for mothers experiencing low levels of environmental risk, level

of satisfaction with social support had a moderate negative relationship with depression. Our results

support the hypothesis that environmental risk is in fact an important factor in maternal depression.

Further, research has found that high levels of maternal depression lead to poorer child development

outcomes. It may be that social support alone does not act as a protective factor for depression for

mothers who are experiencing increased levels of environmental risk. This indicates that in order to

effectively reduce depression in mothers' living in high risk environments, intervention will have to take a

multi-level approach to be effective. This model of intervention might include therapy, medication, case

management, as well as assistance in building a social support network.

10 BEST COPY AVAILABLE



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI)

National Library of Education (NLE)
Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

REPRODUCTION RELEASE
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

Title:
I cci & Cun4-e4-1- Gi na 60 cACLQ por-I-

ocislcck\-1- ric 0Qc) (Y1C+e,\D bk C),,c'S

("\-

Author(s): Cyr -6 i EtA e VVS UL)) Cf-A-(1)-(.1,1\ (Y\LL) iv\sup Plcr-lerAA./.-A.th A

Corporate Source:
vkv-Q-cSt 1(\) f\i\jank`c3

Publication Date:

II. REPRODUCTION RELEASE:
In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the

monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy,
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom
of the page.

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 1 documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRANTED BY

corti

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 1

?N) Check here for Level 1 release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche or other

ERIC archival media (e.g., electronic) and paper
copy.

Sign
here,-)

073 please

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2A documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY,

HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2A

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2A

Check here for Level 2A release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche and in

electronic media for ERIC archival collection
subscribers only

The sample sticker shown below will be
affixed to all Level 2B documents

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY

2B

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC)

Level 2B

Check here for Level 2B release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits.
If permission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies
to satisfy information needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries.

Signature:

Organization/Addres

C e-v \..) fy.r.io A tikke.)--tV 0-0 NA---

100 N. , 104\ cilat
rw, Art-m4- 1 evt /0 9 OLloG

Printed Name/Positionffitle:

C(\C0-&2Q c-:to MS1A--) Sk.A.t4-stkil Pcy
kr IWCW5

TelneirT:74 FAX:

u ea-LA_
E-Ma' DAdterires 'aterncrJ, 1,2-cup

skeb 099 (over)



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not granted to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another source, please
provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a document unless it is publicly
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and
address:

Name: c1..,-,00,..1,\-K_Qt_ V, 0

Address: C,Q.A(*P-c- c"\ k-i-v rc\c, 63-ro-,-ftr,
, k CM (-I r-

.41-66,-, trOL LA 1'0 g 614 C..6

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: Karen E. Smith, Acquisitions Coordinator
ERIC/EECE
Children's Research Center
University of Illinois
51 Gerty Dr.

Champaign, Illinois, U.S.A. 61820-7469

However, if solicited, by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to. ERIC, return this form (and the document being
contributed) to:

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
1100 West Street, 2nd Floor

Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598

Telephone: 301-497-4080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-953-0263
e-mail: ericfac@ineted.gov

WWW: hftp://ericfac.piccard.csc.com
EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97)


